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ABSTRACT
The tourism market for endangered places and their vulnerable resources are booming
and widely referred to as last chance tourism (LCT). People are planning trips to experience
places or see species they may never have wanted to see until learning that the option to
witness it could disappear in their lifetime. The concept of LCT was first introduced by the
tourism industry to describe increasing tourist interest to endangered destinations. Utilizing
visitor surveys, the purpose of this study was to identify LCT participants and quantify
experiential outcomes of LCT (e.g., awe, epiphany and ambassadorship). This study specifically
takes place at Kaktovik, Alaska near the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge. LCT is defined as, “A
niche tourism market where tourists explicitly seek vanishing landscapes or seascapes and/or
disappearing natural and/or social heritage,” (Lemelin et al., 2010, p. 478). There are three
dimensions of last chance tourism around Kaktovik that make this location unique and an
exemplar for a LCT study: (1) a shifting Arctic landscapes, (2) the dynamic Iñupiat culture of
Kaktovik, and (3) a threatened Southern Beaufort Sea population of polar bears.
A total of 304 surveys, with a response rate of 81.3% and a 95% confidence interval of
±4.2%, were completed by visitors to Kaktovik. Of the sampling population, 68% were identified
as last chance tourists. The findings support that seeing polar bears and witnessing the Iñupiat
culture facilitate moments of awe and epiphanies among LCT participants, and this engenders
ambassadorship. It was found that the Arctic landscape does not predict awe and it reduced the
likelihood for epiphanies. A possible explanation for why the Arctic does not produce feelings
of awe and reduces the likelihood of an epiphany for LCT visitors might be that visitors are
highly educated about the ecosystem and know what to expect. Having an expectation can
ii

diminish the novelty and therefore reduce feelings of awe and epiphanies. This may also
explain why more feelings of awe and epiphanies were experienced as a result of seeing the
Iñupiat Culture. Witnessing the Iñupiat culture is novel for visitors and it may be a surprise to
see subsistence whale activities.
Current and future ambassadorship actions were considered. It was found that as a
direct result of their experience in Kaktovik, LCT participants intended to participate in more
ambassadorship actions. This included writing about, sharing and ‘liking’ more things about
polar bears and the Arctic landscape on social media. This study fills a gap in the literature by
quantitatively investigating experiential outcomes of LCT. Overall, this paper illustrates that
there is a subset of people who are motivated to see vulnerable resources before they are
irrevocably changed. It also systematically demonstrates that LCT experiences facilitate
moments of awe and/or epiphanies that lead to ambassadorship.

iii

DEDICATION
To my nieces, Rylie and Kylie, and nephews, Joshua (JW) and Jahger.
May you always chase opportunities and share your dreams with your auntie.

iv

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
This thesis would not have been possible without some key supporters and role models who
invested not only their time, but their confidence as well. Thank you to my committee chair,
Dr. Jeff Hallo, who brought me to Clemson and mentored me through the world of academia.
Dr. Hallo has given me the tools to succeed in my academic and professional careers. I also
want to recognize the expertise and valued contributions that my committee members, Dr.
Wayne Freimund and Dr. Lauren Duffy have provided. Their thoughtful insights were critical in
steering this thesis. Special thanks to doctoral candidate, Brian Peterson, without whom I
would not have been able to profoundly analyze the data collected. And many thanks to my
graduate comrades for being the best sounding boards for each stage of this academic
adventure.
In addition, I would like to acknowledge the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service staff at the Arctic
National Wildlife Refuge for their foresight and research investments, as well as their on-theground advice and knowledge during my time in Kaktovik. I would also like to extend infinite
thanks to a career inspiration and overall life model, Alana Mesenbrink— your advice has
always been appreciated and helped me get to where I am today.
Finally, I want to extend gratitude to my friends and family—both near and far— for their
unconditional support for all my passions and especially as I pursued my master’s degree.

v

TABLE OF CONTENTS

Page
TITLE PAGE ................................................................................................................................ i
EXTENDED ABSTRACT............................................................................................................... ii
DEDICATION............................................................................................................................ iv
ACKNOWLEDGMENTS .............................................................................................................. v
LIST OF FIGURES .....................................................................................................................viii
LIST OF TABLES........................................................................................................................ ix
MANUSCRIPT ........................................................................................................................... 1
Abstract ............................................................................................................................. 2
Introduction ....................................................................................................................... 3
Literature Review ............................................................................................................... 5
Facets of Last Chance Tourism ...................................................................................... 5
Warming Climate Influences ......................................................................................... 8
Place, Awe, and Environmental Epiphanies. .................................................................. 9
Tragedy of the “Last Chance” Commons ..................................................................... 10
Last Chance Ambassadors .......................................................................................... 11
Methods .......................................................................................................................... 13
Study Setting. ............................................................................................................. 13
Population Sample and Survey.................................................................................... 14
Data Analysis.............................................................................................................. 16
Results ............................................................................................................................. 17
LCT Visitor Profile ....................................................................................................... 17
Awe ............................................................................................................................ 18
Epiphany. ................................................................................................................... 19
Awe and Epiphany ...................................................................................................... 20
Current Ambassadorship ............................................................................................ 21
Future Ambassadorship .............................................................................................. 21
Discussion ........................................................................................................................ 22
Conclusion ....................................................................................................................... 26
References ....................................................................................................................... 28
Tables............................................................................................................................... 34
vi

Table of Contents (Continued)

Page
Figures ............................................................................................................................. 40
REFLECTION ........................................................................................................................... 42
APPENDIX .............................................................................................................................. 47
Visitor Survey ................................................................................................................... 48

vii

LIST OF FIGURES

Figure

Page

1 Concept figure of LCT interactions and experiential outcomes........................................ 39
2 Concept figure of LCT interactions and experiential outcomes with reported results ...... 39

viii

LIST OF TABLES

Table

Page

1

A selection of media headlines related to last chance tourism ..................................... 35

2

Travel motivations ....................................................................................................... 36

3

Reliability analysis of LCT motivations .......................................................................... 36

4

Reliability analysis of awe ............................................................................................ 37

5

Coded epiphany responses .......................................................................................... 37

6

Current and future behavioral intentions of ambassadorship ...................................... 38

ix

LAST CHANCE TO SEE? MOTIVATIONS AND OUTCOMES OF LAST CHANCE
TOURISM EXPERIENCES IN ARCTIC ALASKA
———————————
Tana K. Wilson1, Jeffrey C. Hallo1, Robert G. Dvorak2, Brian A. Peterson1, Lauren N. Duffy1,
Wayne A. Freimund1, Jessica P. Fefer3

1Department

2

of Parks, Recreation and Tourism Management
Clemson University
Clemson, SC USA

Department of Recreation, Parks and Leisure Services Administration
Central Michigan University
Mount Pleasant, MI USA

3

Department of Horticulture and Natural Resources
Kansas State University
Manhattan, KS USA

31

ABSTRACT
The tourism market for endangered places and their vulnerable resources are booming
and widely referred to as last chance tourism (LCT). People are planning trips to experience
places or see species they may never have wanted to see until learning that the option to
witness it could disappear in their lifetime. The notion of LCT was first introduced by the
tourism industry to describe increasing tourist interest to endangered destinations. Utilizing
visitor surveys, the purpose of this study was to identify LCT participants and quantify
experiential outcomes of LCT (e.g., awe, epiphany and ambassadorship). This study specifically
takes place at Kaktovik, Alaska, USA near the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge. There are three
dimensions of last chance tourism around Kaktovik that make this location unique and
exemplar for a LCT study: (1) shifting Arctic landscapes, (2) the dynamic Iñupiat culture of
Kaktovik, and (3) a threatened Southern Beaufort Sea population of polar bears.
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INTRODUCTION
Protected areas share a mission to conserve natural and cultural resources for future
use. Despite this mission, some resources are likely to irrevocably change or disappear in our
lifetimes. Protected areas serve a unique role in conserving these vulnerable resources because
they are often the last places where they still exist.
Repeatedly in the last decade, lifestyle and travel magazines have published articles
encouraging people to see endangered resources before they disappear (Dawson, Lemelin,
Stewart, & Tailon, 2015). This type of promotion has popularly been called last chance tourism
(LCT), but has also been referred to as climate tourism, doom tourism and fear of missing out
tourism (Lemelin, Dawson, & Stewart, 2010). The concept of LCT first emerged in the popular
press before being accepted by the tourism industry as a way to explain the increased interest
to cold regions by tourists (Dawson, Stewart, Lemelin & Scott, 2010).
LCT destinations are geographically widespread and vary from polar to tropical regions
but share a danger of losing resources. It is important to distinguish LCT as resource-focused
and not just place-based. While several LCT opportunities evolve from a place, it is the resource
of the place that is at risk of irrevocable changes. A common paradox with LCT is that travel to a
place to experience a resource before it disappears ironically increases carbon emissions and
often other impacts that add to the destruction of the very resource being visited (Dawson et
al., 2015). To date, LCT has been minimally explored by researchers with few studies addressing
the perceptions and motivations of tourists.
LCT has not always been environmentally linked. Dawson et al. (2011) noted that
thousands of tourists travelled to Germany to see the Berlin wall before it was destroyed
3

between 1989 and 1990. Similarly, in 2008, over 50,000 fans packed Yankee stadium to
experience the final game played in the historic park before it was demolished (Dawson,
Johnson, Stewart, Lemieux, Maher, & Grimwood, 2011). For the scope and purpose of this
study, the definition of LCT is best described as, “a niche tourism market where tourists
explicitly seek vanishing landscapes or seascapes and/or disappearing natural and/or social
heritage,” (Lemelin et al., 2010, p. 478).
There is a desire and curiosity for tourists to witness endangered resources, but the
visitor outcome after experiencing a threatened resource is still largely unknown (Dawson et al.,
2011). Prior studies show a notable relationship between environmental epiphanies and proenvironmental behaviors (Agate, 2010; Vining & Merrick, 2012). Environmental epiphanies, or
“aha” moments, are “experiences in which one’s perception of the essential meaning of his/her
relationship to nature shifts in a meaningful manner (Vining & Merrick, 2012, p.486).” A
qualitative study by Merrick (2008) found that people who experienced environmental
epiphanies had heightened levels of environmental awareness and long-term changes in
environmental behavior. Vining and Merrick (2012) observed that environmental epiphanies
are often place-based and typically occur when people are engaged in activities beyond their
day-to-day routine. These finding prompt the question, does LCT induce more opportunities for
environmental epiphanies?
This study aims to fill the quantitative research gap in identifying LCT participants and
their experiential outcomes. The purposes of this study are to identify the number of visitors to
Kaktovik, Alaska, USA who are primarily motivated to experience a resource before it
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irrevocably changes or vanishes, and to assess potential outcomes of LCT, including
environmental epiphanies, awe and ambassadorship for the area’s threatened resources.
The objectives of this study are to:
1. Identify if visitors to Kaktovik are LCT participants, and if so, if they are primarily
motivated to go to Kaktovik because (1) polar bears are threatened, (2) the Arctic
landscape is changing, and/or (3) the Iñupiat might be losing some of their cultural
activities and traditions.
2. Investigate how many LCT participants experienced a sense of awe and/or an
environmental epiphany and if LCT participants reported a change in their likelihood of
becoming an ambassador for the area’s threatened resources.
3. Identify if there is a significant relationship between LCT motivations, environmental
epiphanies and the likelihood to become an ambassador as a result of their experience.
LITERATURE REVIEW
Facets of Last Chance Tourism
The field of tourism has an extensive history of studying the socio-psychological origins
of travel motivations and behavior (Driver, 1977; Groulx, Lemeux, & Dawson, 2016; Manfredo,
Driver, & Tarrant, 1996). Yet, there is little empirical research that examines motivational
foundations of LCT. One theoretical suggestion behind LCT motivation is the significant role
media plays in shaping societal perceptions of endangered resources (Lemelin, Dawson,
Stewart, Maher, & Lueck, 2010). This also aligns with the known influence of the media on
public perceptions of climate change (Groulx et al., 2016; Hmielowski, Feldman, Myers,
Leiserowitz, & Maibach, 2013; Schmidt, Ivanova, & Scheafer, 2013). Schmidt et al. (2013) note
5

that the media is a primary source of information about climate change for society. The media
can be a primary source of information and a driving factor for LCT participation because it
creates a sense of urgency that motivates people to see places endangered or disappearing in
their lifetimes (Groulx et al., 2016). In the last few years, the media has published several
articles linked to LCT destinations and travel trends. A sample of media headlines related to LCT
is presented in Table 1. Consistent with most aspects of tourism, LCT destinations are
influenced by a combination of marketing, values, public perception and management
techniques (Dawson et al., 2011). LCT is less concerned about the destination, but rather what
is perceived to be vulnerable, such as landscapes, seascapes, flora, fauna and cultures. (Dawson
et al., 2011).
Since the 1990’s, the tourism sector has focused extensively on incorporating principles
of sustainable development (Weaver, 2011). Sustainable tourism focuses on minimizing
negative impacts while optimizing positive impacts as it relates to environmental, economic and
cultural elements (Willard & Hitchcock, 2009). The environmental changes occurring, coupled
with the tourism industry’s relatively high adaptive capacity, have resulted in an approach that
takes advantage of vulnerability (Dawson et al., 2011). LCT is not conducive to sustainable
tourism because it is rooted in short term planning, but it may provide opportunities to
augment positive outcomes (Groulx et al., 2016). Moreover, critiques of LCT note that the
travel industry is taking advantage of vulnerable places through marketing and is accelerating
damage to environments that are sensitive to high visitor use (Dawson et al., 2011). Gorilla
watching in Rwanda is one example of how managers are offsetting the rise in LCT participation
and making proactive management decisions by limiting the number of permits to view gorillas
6

(Lemelin, Dawson & Stewart, 2012). This short-term management strategy constrains who can
afford to partake in LCT there because permits are expensive, but keen visitors are motivated to
pay high prices simply because it is a unique and diminishing opportunity (Van Der Duim,
Ampumuza, & Ahebwa, 2014).
The majority of studies exploring the LCT phenomenon concentrate on Arctic and polar
regions (Costa, Angulo-Preckler, Sarda, & Avila, 2016; Dawson et al., 2011; Eijgelaar et al., 2010;
Frew, 2008; Johnston, Viken, & Dawson, 2012; Lamers, Eijgelaar & Amelung, 2016; Lemelin et
al., 2011; Maher et al., 2010; Stewart, Dawson, & Lemelin, 2012; Vila et al., 2016). Many
vulnerable landscapes, ecosystems and species at risk of disappearing are located in polar or
remote areas that require long-haul travel to reach (Dawson et al., 2011). For this reason, LCT is
a function of several correlating variables presented by Dawson et al., (2011):
(1) global environmental change and (2) externalities (such as habitat loss and
habitat conversion) both of which directly affect the (3) vulnerability of the
tourism resource (e.g., biophysical or cultural resources, or a combination
thereof) which, in turn, affect (4) demand (p.252).
Ultimately, LCT participation is spurred by a desire to witness vanishing resources
(Dawson et al., 2010). Whether it is the last chance to witness a species before it goes extinct,
the last chance to observe a traditional activity before it is abandoned, or the last chance to
visit a heritage site before it is demolished, people want to witness it (Tucker & Shelton, 2014).
Humans have a desire to collect rarity (Dawson et al., 2010). LCT requires both a
perception of vulnerability (or rarity) of a resource, as well as motivation amongst tourists to
experience what is vulnerable (Dawson et al., 2011). A study by Dawson et al. (2010) revealed
that nearly two-thirds of polar bear viewing tourists interviewed in Churchill, Canada were
7

motivated to do so because they perceived the bears to be vulnerable to a changing climate.
These results are among the first empirically-based evidence to confirm that LCT exists as a
function of tourist perception and motivation (Dawson et al., 2011). This literature review
illustrates that there is a subset of people who visit places solely because a resource is
disappearing. It also highlights the need for more empirical and quantitative research to
understand these LCT motivations and subsequent outcomes, such as environmental
epiphanies and ambassadorship.
Warming climate influences
Climate change is a long-term phenomenon that requires knowledge about the
likelihood of future climatic scenarios and consequential impacts to the environment and
tourism industry (Weaver, 2011). The Arctic is warming approximately twice as fast as the rest
of the planet (Fossheim, Primicerio, Johannaesen, & Ingvaldsen, 2015). As a result, the area of
Arctic land covered by snow in early summer has shrunk by almost 20 percent since 1966
(Fossheim et al., 2015). Climate models predict that the Arctic Ocean could have zero ice by the
end of the century (Overland & Wang, 2013). Due to a changing climate, some parts of Alaska’s
mainland are receding by 45 feet a year (Berthier, Schiefer, Clarke, & Menounos, 2010). This
drastic loss of land due to a warming climate is disturbing the ecosystems of the area by
introducing new species, like mackerel and endangering others, such as polar bears (Kennedy,
Twilley, Kleypas, & Cowan Jr., 2002). Polar bears have been federally managed under the
Marine Mammal Protection Act (MMPA) since 1972. The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS) in
2008 listed polar bears as threatened throughout their range in the U.S. under the Endangered
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Species Act. This was due to observed and projected declines in their sea-ice habitat associated
with climate change (FWS, 2017).
Place, Awe, and Environmental Epiphanies
Past research supports that tourists can develop a meaningful appreciation for a place,
and change their attitudes related to it, even when they have been at that place for a very short
time (Stewart, Hayward, Devlin, & Kirby, 1998). Brownlee and Hallo (2012) found that a brief
visitor experience in protected areas can have substantial influences on their global and local
level environmental perceptions. Similarly, a study by Vaske and Kobrin (2001) found that
increased connections between self and place resulted in heightened pro-environmental
attitudes and behaviors. Research has also found that visitor interactions with climate sensitive
resources can lead to a greater appreciation of environmental resources (Powell, Stern, Krohn
& Ardoin, 2011).
Past research has noted that certain places can evoke a multitude of feelings in people,
including moments of awe (Agate, 2010; Smaldone, Harris, & Sanyal, 2005; Smith, 1994). Awe is
best understood as “an emotional response to perceptually vast stimuli that overwhelm current
mental structures, yet facilitate attempts at accommodation” (Shiota, Keltner, & Mossman,
2007, p. 944). Shiota et al. (2007) found that when study participants were asked to recall an
event in which they experienced awe, they were much more likely to describe a nature setting.
In a related study, Farber and Hall (2007) looked at visitor responses to Alaskan scenery and
found that 26 percent of participants, without any priming from the researchers, described an
emotion of awe in their experience. Research on awe as experienced in the outdoors has been
found to inspire and empower people to act, provide an escape from everyday life, increase
9

respect of nature, facilitate learning, create long term memories and draw people back to the
outdoors (Agate, 2010). Awe-inspiring experiences may lead to a person having an
environmental epiphany, but it is not quantitatively demonstrated in the literature.
Environmental epiphanies are best described as intense, vivid and unforgettable
experiences (Vining & Merrick, 2012). Merrick (2008) found that people who experienced
environmental epiphanies had heightened levels of environmental awareness and long-term
changes in environmental behavior. Vining and Merrick (2012) observed that environmental
epiphanies are often place-based and typically occur when people are engaged in activities that
are novel. Brownlee and Hallo (2012) reported that visits to protected areas can influence
perceptions about the novelty and complexity of the environment, as well as visitors’
awareness of the importance of the place.
Tragedy of the “Last Chance” Commons
A core challenge of LCT management involves relying heavily on common pool resources
(Lemelin et al., 2011). In many tourism cases, no one entity legally owns CPR, including last
chance attractions such as Arctic landscapes and polar bears. As a result, self-interest can take
precedence over conservation (Wilson, Townsend, Kelban, McKay & French, 1990). This
conundrum has been referred as the Tragedy of the Commons. The Tragedy of the Commons
model predicts, without management intervention, the eventual overexploitation or
degradation of all resources used in common (Hardin, 1968). For example, a long-haul journey
to view vulnerable polar bears in Churchill, Canada can contribute up to 8.61 tons of carbon
dioxide per person per trip (Dawson et al., 2011). This compares to the average 10.9 tons that
someone living in the United Kingdom contributes over the course of one year (Dawson et al.,
10

2011). Ultimately, the polar bear viewing industry in Churchill is estimated to contribute 20,892
tons of carbon dioxide per viewing season (Dawson et al., 2011). Without designated authority
and strict management practices, many LCT destinations are more susceptible to degradation
and overuse of CPR. The tragedy of the last chance commons lies in the LCT paradox of
contributing to the very demise of resources visitors desire to protect and experience for future
generations.
Last Chance Ambassadors
One of the only studies to empirically and quantifiably identify LCT participants was a
study focused on the Great Barrier Reef (GBR). Piggott-McKellar and McNamara (2017) found
that almost 70 percent of respondents were strongly motivated to visit GBR to see it before it is
gone. The researchers defined last chance tourism as a place that tourists travel to experience
before it is gone. LCT participants in GBR were identified as being predominantly older, more
environmentally conscious females visiting the region for the first time, and who traveled a
great distance to be there (Piggott-McKellar & McNamara, 2017). Similarly, qualitative studies
by Dawson (2010) and Eijgelaar et al. (2010) in Arctic areas found that LCT participants are
affluent and highly educated individuals from industrialized western countries (e.g., Germany,
Australia and United States).
As LCT continues to grow, it becomes increasingly important to understand positive
outcomes of participation. LCT can be a call to action and an opportunity to learn about
vulnerable resources (Lemelin et al., 2012). An individual’s specific engagement with vulnerable
resources is higher when they have a stronger overall attachment to the place (Scannell &
Gifford, 2013). Research indicates that negative impacts of tourists traveling long distance can
11

be lowered if they share a connection to the place (Scanell & Gifford, 2013). Even more, the
direct personal experience of witnessing a place or certain species has been found to produce
an emotional bond, where individuals learn and want to help by becoming “last chance to see
ambassadors,” (Lemelin et al., 2012, p.478).
Ambassadorship is best understood as advocacy for a place that an individual
experiences first-hand and values enough to protect (Maher, Steel, & Mcintosh, 2003). There is
little research on whether tourists returning from a LCT destination act, or intend to act, as
ambassadors as a result of simply experiencing a vanishing resource. A study by Powell, Kellert
and Ham (2008) in Antarctica found that improving the efforts of tour operators and guides can
promote positive visitor behaviors that can potentially lead to ambassadorship for the
continued protection of Antarctica. The same may hold true for tour operators and visitors in
the Arctic. “Indeed, the greatest contribution of this type of travel [last chance tourism] may be
the creation of climate change ambassadors; however, the evidence found provides little
support for such conclusions,” (Lemelin et al., 2010, p.476). Visitors’ experiences in, and awe of,
places like the Arctic can be used to develop them into ambassadors for that vulnerable
resource (Snyder, 2007). However, Vila et al. (2016), explored the dissonance between LCT and
ambassadorship. The researchers questioned if and how ambassadorship evolves through LCT
in Antarctica. While Vila et al., (2016) did not find empirical evidence to demonstrate the role of
ambassadorship in Antarctica, the researchers did emphasize that ambassadorship may not
compensate the damage to the ecosystem by being there.
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Figure 1 provides a concept map that illustrates last chance tourists to Kaktovik and
their hypothesized path to ambassadorship via environmental epiphanies and/or awe from
experiences with vulnerable resources.
METHODS
A visitor survey was conducted to gather data to quantify LCT motivations and
experiential outcomes in Kaktovik, Alaska adjacent to the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge
(ANWR). Data collection occurred during the peak use months of August through October of
2018.
Study Setting
ANWR is located in northeastern Alaska, adjacent to the Beaufort Sea. It encompasses
over 19 million acres, of which 7 million are designated wilderness. The Beaufort Sea is home to
approximately 900 polar bears (Crockford, 2017). On the northern edge of ANWR is the Iñupiat
village of Kaktovik where Western culture is less pronounced, and a subsistence lifestyle still
predominates. The Iñupiat have hunted bowhead whales for thousands of years and continue
to do so today. Community activities and identity revolve around the annual fall subsistence
hunts of bowhead whales that provide much needed food and cultural continuity to residents.
Whale carcasses are disposed away from the village where polar bears forage the remains.
These carcasses attract 10 to 80 bears at one time to the area and provide visitors some of the
most natural and high-quality polar bear viewing in the world (USFWS, 2016). The best polar
bear viewing opportunities occur during the fall when the bears are congregating on land
waiting for the sea ice to build up so they can go hunt ringed seals.
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Kaktovik has a small population of approximately 250 year-round residents (U.S. Census
Bureau, 2017). However, during the peak polar bear viewing times—mid-August to midOctober—the village hosts upwards of 600-800 visitors (USFWS, unpublished data, 2018).
Between 2011 and 2017 the number of polar bear ‘viewing days’ in Kaktovik increased
dramatically from 260 to 3,015 per season (USFWS, 2017). Visitors view polar bears from small
boats that are operated by 16 guides/operators permitted by ANWR. This creates a unique
viewing opportunity providing eye-level experiences with polar bears in their Arctic
environment with few physical barriers between polar bear viewers and the bears themselves.
Visitors typically either fly in for the day or stay multiple nights in one of two local
accommodations – Waldo Arms Hotel or Marsh Creek Inn. Both accommodations are locally
owned businesses that are operated by owners who live in Kaktovik but are native to Kaktovik.
Currently, there are no accommodations provided by FWS or other public entities. Day visitors
pay approximately $2,000 to fly to Kaktovik, eat lunch, and view polar bears on the water for
three hours with a captain and/or guide before leaving. Overnight visitors pay $3,000 to
upwards of $12,000 to fly to Kaktovik, stay overnight, and view polar bears on the water for
four to eight hours per day, often on multiple days.
Population Sample and Survey
Participants selected for this study were domestic and international visitors to Kaktovik
age 18 and over. Study participants consisted of both overnight and day visitors to Kaktovik,
and all individuals per travel party were included in sampling. Surveys were self-administered
and completed on-site with visitors who had been on ANWR waters viewing polar bears.
Visitors were intercepted at three locations during varying business hours: Waldo Arms Hotel,
14

Marsh Creek Inn, and the ANWR bunkhouse, which serves as an informal visitor center. An
attempt was made to intercept and ask every visitor to Kaktovik during the sampling period
(late August to early October 2018) to complete a survey. This was made feasible given the
relatively small number of visitors to the area and the small size and limited accommodations in
Kaktovik.
A survey addressing the current paper’s research objectives was developed in
collaboration with FWS at ANWR and supporting regional FWS staff and contractors. The visitor
survey was designed not only to provide basic information about visitors to the ANWR staff, but
to also answer specific questions regarding perceptions of the Arctic landscape, potential
ambassadorship, and whether visitors experienced awe and or environmental epiphanies.
Specifically, the survey asked respondents to indicate on a five-point scale (1 – ‘Not at all
important’ to 5 – ‘Extremely important’) the importance of six items related to a
changing/declining or disappearing a) polar bear population, b) Arctic landscape, c) Iñupiat
culture. Question items were based on the definition of LCT by Lemelin et al. (2010) and used
to identify visitor motivations.
Next, respondents were asked about the likelihood of being an ambassador for polar
bears and the Arctic environment changing due to sea ice loss. Respondents first indicted how
much they currently take 12 specific ambassadorship actions on a seven-point scale (1 – ‘Not at
all’ to 7 – ‘Very much’). Items in this were based on Skibins and Powell’s (2013) scales for
measuring connections to wildlife and pro-conservation behaviors. They then were asked “how
much more or less likely are you to do these things in the future as a direct result of your
experience in the Kaktovik area of the Arctic Refuge? In other words, how much has your
15

experience changed what you would have done already if you did not visit this place?”
Respondents indicated this on a seven-point scale (-3 – ‘Much less likely’, 0 – ‘No change from
what you would have done’, 3– ‘Much more likely’).
Based on the conceptualization of environmental epiphanies by Vining and Merrick
(2012), the survey asked visitors if they experienced any “environmental epiphanies, ‘aha’
moments, or moments when their thinking about conservation or their connection to nature
really shifted substantially.” Respondents indicted this as a ‘yes,’ ‘no’ or ‘I don’t know’. If yes,
respondents were asked to describe their environmental epiphany in detail. Finally,
experiences of awe were based on Keltner and Haidt (2003) conceptualization of it that
includes various causes – feeling of spirituality, vastness, the need for mental accommodations
to surprises, overwhelming positive emotions, and a sense of smallness within a setting.
Respondents indicated if they felt these items based on a five-point scale (1 – ‘Not at all’ to 5 –
‘Very much’).
Data Analysis
Surveys completed by visitors were entered in an Excel spreadsheet for further analysis
in SPSS. Descriptive statistics (i.e., frequency tables, means, standard deviations) were used to
represent survey responses. In addition, regression and reliability analyses were used to
determine the number of LCT tourists and their subsequent travel motivations. LCT and its
connections to awe, environmental epiphanies and ambassadorship were analyzed using
multiple linear regressions. Additionally, open coding was used for analyzing the qualitative
portion of environmental epiphany written responses.
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RESULTS
LCT Visitor Profile
A total of 207 surveys were completed by last chance tourists to Kaktovik, Alaska, with a
response rate of 81.3% and a 95% confidence interval of ±4.2%. Most LCT visitors claimed the
United States as their country of citizenship (73.6%), followed by Australia, Germany,
Switzerland and China. Visitors to Kaktovik often spent at least one night in the village (61.3%).
Although, a substantial portion of visitors fly to Kaktovik via private charters from Fairbanks to
spend the day viewing polar bears and then fly back (38.7%). On average, visitors spent 1.5 days
in Kaktovik. Most visitors indicated that Google, TripAdvisor, online tourism sites and social
media were their main sources of information for planning their visit. The average visitor to
Kaktovik spent $3,294 for transportation, lodging and guide/travel agent fees (SD= $3,167).
Respondents were asked to rate the level of importance for each motivation in their
decision to travel to Kaktovik (Table 2; 1= not at all important, 3= somewhat, 5= extremely
important). Visitors most frequently reported that the primary motivation for their visit was to
see polar bears (M=4.1, SD=1.2), followed by seeing the Arctic landscape (M=3.8, SD=1.2), and
seeing the Iñupiat culture (M=3.2, SD=1.3). If a visitor indicated that seeing polar bears, the
Arctic landscape and the Iñupiat culture before they are changed or disappear as important to
their visit (i.e., 3, 4 or 5 on the rating scale), they were identified as last chance tourists. The
researchers determined that a 3 was a representative strength for LCT. They needed only to
indicate one of the three as important to be identified as a last chance tourist but could
indicate two or all three. Based on this, 207 out of the 304 total respondents can be
characterized as last chance tourists overall (68%). That 68% is further broken down when
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considering LCT related to specific elements of their visit. For example, it was found that 86.5%
indicated polar bears as an important motivation to travel to Kaktovik, followed by 84.3% for
the Arctic landscape, and 68.5% for the Iñupiat culture.
The researcher grouped the six LCT travel motivations items from Table 2 into three
dimensions: polar bears, Arctic landscape, and Iñupiat culture. Each dimension was represented
by two items. These dimensions were tested with a reliability analysis that confirmed that each
item is a reliable measure for LCT motivations (Table 3). This suggests that the six LCT
motivations did indeed represent distinct conceptual dimensions.
Standard data cleaning was conducted. Researchers entered the response data into
SPSS, cleaned for outliers, confirmed univariate and multivariate normality and verified
measurement properties following procedures suggested by Vaske (2008). If a respondent
indicated a 1 or 2 on the level of importance rating scale to see polar bears, Arctic landscape or
the Iñupiat culture, they were excluded from the data set as they were not identified as last
chance tourists.
Awe
When asked about feeling a sense of awe during their visit to Kaktovik, 61.2% of visitors
reported that they felt a strong sense of awe and 29.3% felt a moderate sense of awe, and 9.5%
indicated no feelings of awe. Table 4 shows how respondents rated on a 5-point scale the
strength of their feelings for the six items of awe. Awe related to a sense of wonder (M=4.3,
SD=0.9) and positive, overwhelming sensations (M=4.3, SD=1.0), both caused by natural
surroundings, were rated highest. In terms of frequency, visitors experienced the most awe
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when they felt: a sense of wonder caused by their natural surroundings (61.3%); as though they
were in the presence of something greater than themselves (54.9%); a positive overwhelming
sensation caused by their natural surroundings (50.6%); small compared to their natural
surroundings (45.9%); a sense of awe during their time viewing polar bears (37.7%); and
surprised by or unaccustomed by their natural surroundings (22.3%).
To determine if awe is a significant predictor of epiphanies, a regression analysis was
conducted using the six items of awe from Table 4 as a one-item construct. The six items were
able to be analyzed as a one-item construct because they were all significant predictors of awe
according to the reliability analysis. The researcher chose to retain, “… surprised by or
unaccustomed to my natural surroundings,” despite improvements in the overall Cronbach’s
Alpha score if it were deleted (α=.903) because it helped explain more variance than if omitted.
The regression determined that awe is a significant predictor of epiphany (β =0.204, p=.004).
Epiphany
When asked if last chance tourists experienced an environmental epiphany, 31.3% said
they did, while 68.7% reported not experiencing an environmental epiphany during their time
in Kaktovik. For the percent that did have an epiphany, they were asked to describe it in detail.
Table 5 shows codes of qualitative responses and frequency of these. The codes that were most
frequently represented to explain the epiphanies that occurred were related to tourism (19%),
cultural realizations (14.7%) and appreciation of nature (13.2%). Other codes were reported
with less frequency. Of the respondents who had an epiphany, 19% recalled an aspect relating
to tourism.
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“With our visits we bring money to Kaktovik but that brings trash, fuel, increases, etc. Some
folks profit others don’t. Young people fly out for education and jobs. Our visits encourage
business, jobs, livelihoods. There are tradeoffs to consider.”

The above response was coded broadly as tourism and sub-coded under financial impacts and
importance of tourism. Epiphany responses that communicated reflections about the Iñupiat
culture were coded as cultural realizations. For example:
“I came to Kaktovik to see the polar bears. I did not truly appreciate, until I came here, that a
bigger part of this experience is the enduring relationship between the Iñupiat and the whales.”

The above response was coded under the theme of cultural realizations but was then subcoded again as a connection to bears, whales and nature. An appreciation for nature was also
mentioned repeatedly in epiphany responses.
“In tears upon my first encounter visually with a polar bear. They are a wonderful sight to see. So
majestic and in their own element. God made these animals to adapt and overcome their
environment.”

Awe and epiphany
To explain the relationships between LCT motivations (polar bears, Arctic landscape,
Iñupiat culture), awe, and epiphanies, multiple linear regressions were conducted. The overall
findings are reported in the modified conceptual figure 2. When the three LCT motivations
(polar bears, Arctic landscape, Iñupiat culture) were regressed with awe, it was found that polar
bears (β = 0.206, p<.017) and Iñupiat culture (β = 0.264, p<.001) were significant predictors. The
Arctic landscape, however, was not a significant predictor of awe (β = -0.012, p =.897). The
overall model fit was R2 = 0.408, p <.001. When LCT motivations were regressed with
epiphanies, it was found that polar bears (β = 0.245, p=.016) and Iñupiat culture (β = 0.280,
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p=.003) were significant predictors of epiphanies. However, the Arctic landscape had an inverse
relationship to epiphanies (β = -0.299, p=.010). The overall model fit was R2 = 0.284; p<.001. For
each regression, the Iñupiat culture was the strongest predictor for both awe and epiphanies.
Current ambassadorship
To determine if awe is a significant predictor of current ambassadorship actions, a
regression analysis was conducted. It was found that awe is a significant predictor of present
ambassadorship actions (β = 0.149, p=.035). A regression analysis was also conducted to
determine if epiphanies are a significant predictor of current ambassadorship actions. It was
found that epiphanies are not a significant predictor of present ambassadorship actions (β = 0.004, p=.957).
Future ambassadorship
A regression analysis was run to determine if awe is a significant predictor of future
ambassadorship actions. It was found that awe is a significant predictor of future
ambassadorship actions (β = 0.343, p<.001). The same test was conducted to determine if
epiphanies are a significant predictor of future ambassadorship actions. It was found that
epiphanies are a significant predictor of future ambassadorship actions (β = 0.321, p<.001).
As a direct result of their experiences in Kaktovik, respondents were asked to rank how
much less or more likely (-3= much less likely, 0= no change, to 3= much more likely) they are to
participate and contribute to 12 items that are recognized as ambassadorship. Most
respondents (76.1%) indicated a 1, 2 or 3, meaning that they intended to change their
behaviors as a direct result of their experience. Looking at the difference between what
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ambassadorship actions visitors currently do and what they intend to do in the future,
differences exist that are significant (Table 6). Of the 12 items measured, the action that visitors
intend to do more often in the future is “Tell others about the population status of polar
bears.”
Both current and future ambassadorship items were assessed for similarities and
differences using paired samples t-test. All 12 items (shown in Table 6) of ambassadorship were
determined to be statistically different at the .001 significance level. LCT participants indicated
slightly greater behavioral changes in supporting items mentioning polar bears than items
mentioning the Arctic. For example, as a result of their experience, visitors were more likely to
“Write, share, or ‘like’ something about polar bears on social media,” (M=1.2, SD=1.5) than
“Write, share, or ‘like’ something about Arctic sea ice loss on social media,” (M=0.9, SD=1.5).
DISCUSSION
Results from this study support that ambassadorship is an outcome following moments
of awe and/or epiphanies experienced during interactions with LCT resources at Kaktovik,
Alaska. Lemelin defines LCT as, “A niche tourism market where tourists explicitly seek vanishing
landscapes or seascapes and/or disappearing natural and/or social heritage,” (Lemelin et al.,
2010, p. 478). By Lemelin’s definition, Kaktovik, Alaska is an ideal location to study LCT because
it has all three dimensions (i.e., disappearing Arctic landscape, a threatened polar bear
population, and a changing Iñupiat culture). Using the definition provided by Lemelin et al.
(2010), a LCT motivation scale was developed and validated. The data identified that most
visitors to Kaktovik were there to experience at least one of the three dimensions of LCT. This
indicates that there is a strong LCT motivation to travel to Kaktovik. This study is the first to
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empirically identify that LCT is occurring in Kaktovik. This research also complements a Dawson
et al. (2010) study that showed that nearly 75 percent of polar bear viewing tourists in
Churchill, Canada were motivated to be there because they perceived the bears as vulnerable
to a changing climate.
Agate (2010) called for more studies to employ quantitative methods to study awe.
Using a modified and validated scale based on conceptualizations of awe from Keltner and
Haidt (2003), we were able to measure LCT participants feelings of awe. Most LCT participants
indicated that they felt a strong sense of awe during their time in Kaktovik. Witnessing the
Iñupiat culture evoked the most feelings of awe for LCT participants. This may be influenced by
seeing subsistence whaling activities during their stay in Kaktovik, or perhaps because the
remoteness of Kaktovik and subsequent lifestyle of the Iñupiat was unexpected and unlike
anything else they have seen before. This contrasts with polar bears and the Arctic landscape,
which are likely already well-known to visitors based on their prevalence in media and news
outside of Kaktovik. There appears to be a connection to unexpected or unplanned
experiences, such as seeing the Iñupiat culture, and awe and epiphanies. Future research may
be able to confirm this connection.
Even though LCT visitors indicated that their primary motivation in visiting Kaktovik was
to view polar bears, witnessing the Iñupiat culture had strongest relationship with experiencing
epiphanies. Again, this may be connected to unexpected moments that lead to profound
experiences. According to Piaget (1971), experiences that are novel or seemingly discrepant
with one’s views provide the most opportunity for cognitive growth. The cognitive growth in
this case might results in epiphanies evoked by seeing or learning about the Iñupiat culture.
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As it turns out, LCT participants were least likely to experience awe and an epiphany
from witnessing the Arctic landscape. This occurred despite demonstrated behavioral
intentions to witness changes in the Arctic environment. LCT visitors to Kaktovik are likely
highly educated about the ecosystem and know what to expect. So, this knowledge may mute
experiences of awe and reduce the occurrences of epiphanies. Expectations and knowledge
can diminish novelty and therefore reduce feelings of awe and epiphanies. This same effect
may not have occurred for polar bears because their behavior and the uncertainties of
observing them help visitors retain feelings of novelty and experience surprises. The duration
of a visit may also contribute to feelings of awe and epiphanies and ultimately ambassadorship.
A study that looks at awe and epiphanies of day versus multi-day visitors could help further
differentiate LCT motivations and experiential outcomes.
This study also confirms Agate (2010) and Vining and Merrick’s (2012) claims that awe
and environmental epiphanies lead to positive behavioral intentions. Results show that both
awe and environmental epiphanies contribute to ambassadorship. Using a modified scale from
Skibins and Powell (2013), 12 items of ambassadorship were measured from current and future
perspectives. Lemelin stressed that the greatest potential and beneficial outcome of LCT is the
creation of “climate change ambassadors.” This study empirically supports Lemelin’s claim.
Specifically, results showed that behavioral intentions for future ambassadorship increased
from what individuals already do as a direct outcome of their visit to Kaktovik. Even more,
education and duration of time in Kaktovik may provide additional explanations for the creation
of ambassadorship.
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LCT can be simplified to basic consumer demand—as long as there is a demand to see
vulnerable resources, visitors are going to capitalize on the viewing opportunity while it lasts. In
other words, as long as there are significant concentrations of polar bears in Kaktovik, people
are going to journey to the end of the North American continent to see them. Polar bear
tourism began to gain considerable attention after U.S. Secretary of the Interior Dirk
Kempthorne announced that polar bears were threatened in the United States in 2008. This
listing was not solely because polar bear numbers were declining, but also because their habitat
was changing rapidly. Specifically, in Kaktovik, it is taking longer for sea ice to freeze over, which
is a signal for bears to go hunt seals. The longer it takes the sea ice to freeze over, the longer
the bears linger on in the area, and thus the more viewing opportunities there are.
Vila et al. (2016) scrutinizes and questions the opportunity cost of ambassadorship to
vulnerable resources. The authors urged researchers and managers alike to balance the
integrity of the ecosystem with tourist experience. While Vila et al., (2016) did not find
empirical evidence to demonstrate the role of ambassadorship in Antarctica, the researchers
did emphasize that ambassadorship does not always outweigh the cost to the environment.
This sentiment may also hold true for visitors to Kaktovik. In fact, it may extend further to not
only impacting the environment, but the community as well. The 2018 data collection reported
here was met with opposition from the community about encouraging tourism, and to some
extent, environmentalism. As a small and native community, some residents opposed tourists
witnessing their lifestyles and influencing their village, especially when they saw no tangible
benefit and some impacts as a result of tourism. As a result, whale remains that attract polar
bears were moved onto private lands, access to this was limited, and polar bear viewing in
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Kaktovik changed substantially in 2018. This kind of pushback should be noted, particularly
when considering the impacts of LCT as it relates to heritage and culture. In Kaktovik, a
necessary part of reducing LCT impacts is educating visitors about Iñupiat customs and
expectation of privacy before, or immediately after, they arrive in Kaktovik. Future research
may be able to expand on cultural considerations and costs as it relates to LCT. For Kaktovik
residents, they seem to be currently and actively contending with the question of whether
tourism outweighs the costs to their village.
A limitation of this study is the narrow pool of literature available about awe and
epiphanies related to natural environments. Also, research supports that epiphanies can occur
over time, but this study was only evaluating epiphanies that transpired while on-site—which
may cause an underreporting of epiphanies. Even more, psychological and emotional reasons
for visiting are an important consideration in LCT, but for the scope of this paper and the
limited studies quantifying emotion, it was not considered as an overall component for this
study. As noted above, the 2018 polar bear viewing season in Kaktovik was atypical and was
influenced by community perspectives and outside influences, such as planning for oil and gas
exploration in ANWR. Finally, it is important to recognize that other experiences prior to
visiting Kaktovik may influence LCT participants ambassadorship actions but cannot be
quantitatively measured within the scope of this study.
CONCLUSION
This study identified that LCT is occurring in Kaktovik and that LCT participants
experienced moments of awe and or epiphanies. It also demonstrated that LCT visitors who
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experienced awe and an epiphany were more likely to report intentions to become
ambassadors. Respondents indicated that their behavioral intentions to participate in
ambassadorship actions were much higher as a direct result of their experience in Kaktovik.
This research can be used as a baseline for future research efforts to continue
identifying LCT and experiential outcomes. Further quantitative exploration of LCT is
recommended to build on the connection of awe and epiphanies as it relates to
ambassadorship of vulnerable resources. Although LCT is most referenced in colder regions, LCT
can occur worldwide when resources – either natural or cultural – become imperiled. More
widespread studies about LCT will help measure and define trends about LCT and its
participants. In addition, a deeper look at strategies and marketing of LCT as it relates to tourist
levels of awareness and concern about vulnerable resources is recommended. If visitor trends
to see vulnerable resources continue, the future of LCT research is expansive and can offer
important insights to visitor motivations and impacts on environmental awareness.
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TABLES
Table 1. A selection of media headlines related to last chance tourism.
Keyword search

Headline

Author/media source/Website

See it before its
gone tourism

Tourists Try to See Great Barrier
Reef Before It's Gone

Howard (2016). National
Geographic.

Disappearing
destinations

25 places you should visit before
they vanish from the face of earth

Schmalbruch (2016). The
Independent.

Endangered
destinations

Endangered destinations to visit
before they’re gone

Schmalbruch (2017). Business
Insider.

Last Chance Tourism Last chance tourism named top
travel trend for 2018

Talty (2017). Forbes.

Antarctica keeps attracting
visitors—and it may be “last
chance tourism”

Abedi (2018). Global News blog.

Last Chance Tourism

Albiston (2018) Stowaway
Magazine.

Note. Ordered chronologically by date published.
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Table 2. Travel motivations.
Not at all
important
(1)
To see polar bears before they are gone
Because the health of polar bears and their
population is declining
To see the Arctic landscape before it is
changed forever
Because the beauty and health of the Arctic
landscape is declining
To see Kaktovik and its Iñupiat culture
before they are changed forever
Because Kaktovik and its Iñupiat culture are
changing

% Respondents Per Category
Extremely
(2)
(3)
(4)
important
(5)

6.5
5.8

5.0
6.9

15.8
16.3

19.8
24.6

52.9
46.4

6.6

5.8

18.6

29.6

39.4

7.0

9.2

22.1

25.4

36.4

11.4

16.5

30.0

20.9

21.2

13.0

15.9

30.1

19.6

21.4

Note. Travel motivations measured on a scale of 1 (not at all important) to 5 (extremely important).
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Table 3. Reliability analysis of Last Chance Tourism motivations.
Dimensions
Overall LCT motivation scale
Polar bears
To see polar bears before they are gone
Because the health of polar bears and their
population is declining
Arctic landscape
To see the Arctic landscape before it is
changed forever
Because the beauty and health of the Arctic
landscape is declining
Iñupiat culture
To see Kaktovik and it Iñupiat culture before
they are changed forever
Because Kaktovik and its Iñupiat culture are
changing

Mean
3.7
4.1
4.1
4.0

If itemSD deleted
1.2
1.2
1.2
.909
1.2
.908

3.8
3.9

1.2
1.2

.896

3.8

1.2

.897

3.2
3.2

1.3
1.3

.902

3.2

1.3

.903

Cronbach’s
Alpha
.918
.908

.897

.903

Note. Travel motivations measured on a scale of 1 (not at all important) to 5 (extremely important).
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Table 4. Reliability analysis of awe.
I felt…
Overall awe scale
… a sense of wonder caused by my natural
surroundings
…a positive, overwhelming sensation caused by my
natural surroundings
…as though I was in the presence of something
greater than myself
…small compared to my natural surroundings
…a sense of awe during my time viewing polar bears.
…surprised by or unaccustomed to my natural
surroundings.

If itemMean SD deleted
4.0 1.1
4.4 0.9
.850

Note. Awe measured on a scale of 1 (not at all) to 5 (very much).

37

4.3

1.0

.846

4.2

1.1

.849

4.2
3.8
3.3

1.0
1.2
1.3

.863
.858
.903

Cronbach’s
Alpha
.879

Table 5. Coded epiphany responses.
Coded Responses
Tourism
Financial impact
Importance of tourism
Level of tourism
Community dislike of tourism and lack of benefit
Cultural realizations
Cultural loss/change
Connection to bears, whales and nature
Community resilience
Appreciation of nature
Miscellaneous (e.g., climate change is “fake news”, whale conservation,
too cold, thoughts on life”
Conditions of the Kaktovik community: debris, trash, contamination
Changing climate impacts on polar bears
Reactions to viewing polar bears
Inspired behavior/attitude change
Human presence causing impacts to environment/polar bears
Concern about oil development impacts on environment
Importance of protecting nature

Coded Frequency
19.0
2.9
2.9
4.4
8.8
14.7
4.4
4.4
5.9
13.2
13.2
10.3
10.3
10.3
10.3
5.9
5.9
4.4

Note. Coded open-ended responses. Ranked by frequency. Multiple answers permitted; Frequencies
sum to >100%.
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Table 6. Current and future behavioral intentions of ambassadorship resulting from a visit to Kaktovik, Alaska.
Current

Measure

Change (±)
resulting
from the
experience
Mean
SD

Mean

SD

Live in ways that help lessen the warming of the Arctic environment
Support laws, policies and actions that help protect polar bears

4.1
4.0

2.1
2.4

1.3
1.4

Support laws, policies, and actions that work to reduce Arctic sea ice loss and the
warming of the Arctic ocean
Express concern to others about the effects of a warming Arctic environment on
polar bears
Express concern to others about the effects of a warming Arctic environment on
Arctic sea ice
Tell others about the population status of polar bears

3.9

2.4

3.6

Future

Mean

SD

1.4
1.4

5.3
5.3

2.7
2.8

1.3

1.5

5.1

2.9

2.3

1.4

1.4

4.9

2.8

3.6

2.3

1.3

1.4

4.9

2.9

3.2

2.2

1.6

1.3

4.7

2.5

Tell others about the loss of Arctic sea ice

3.4

2.3

1.4

1.3

4.7

2.7

Encourage others to support laws, policies, and actions that help protect polar bears

3.4

2.2

1.3

1.4

4.7

2.7

Encourage others to live in ways that helps lessen the warming of the Arctic
environment
Encourage others to support laws, policies, and actions that work to reduce Arctic sea
ice loss and the warming of the Arctic environment
Write, share, or ‘like’ something about polar bears on social media
Write, share, or ‘like’ something about Arctic sea ice loss on social media

3.6

2.1

1.1

1.4

4.7

2.8

3.4

2.3

1.2

1.4

4.6

2.8

2.9
2.7

2.4
2.3

1.2
0.9

1.5
1.5

4.1
3.5

3.2
3.1

Note. Current ambassadorship measured on scale of 1 (not done at all) to 7 (done very much). Change directly resulting from the experience in
Kaktovik measured on a scale of -3 (much less likely to do), 0 (no change from what you would have done), 3 (Much more likely to do). Future
ambassadorship is the cumulative means of individual current scores + change scores. Paired sample t-tests with a Bonferroni-corrected critical
value indicated that means of all ambassadorship actions are significantly higher between current and future scores at p<.001.
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FIGURES

Figure 1. Concept figure of LCT interactions and experiential outcomes.

40

Figure 2. Concept figure of LCT interactions and experiential outcomes with reported results.
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REFLECTION
This thesis was a product of a curiosity that I had about media influences of climate
change and the promotion of “last chance to see” tourism. Realizing that climate change
studies and the Trump administration did not complement each other, I decided to pursue
another research option that would demonstrate travel motivations that are driven by a
perceived vulnerability to a resource. Naturally, as the idea progressed, and I gained insights
from my committee and peers, the study morphed into experiential outcomes of LCT.
This study, among others, has provided evidence that people are motivated to see
resources before they are irrevocably changed or disappear. So long as resources are perceived
to disappear, the trend of LCT will persist. One of the contributions that this study makes, and I
am most excited about, is providing quantitative data about last chance tourism and potential
outcomes. Most of the literature about LCT has been done qualitatively, not quantitatively. Not
to mention, there are still many gaps in the literature about awe and epiphanies that occur in
natural environments, such as Arctic Alaska.
On my way to Kaktovik to collect data about LCT, I had my own epiphany about what it
means to be a last chance tourist. My initial flight to Kaktovik was cancelled due to mechanical
problems, leaving my next best option to fly standby on upcoming flights. I tried to fly standby
for five days before a seat became available. During those five days, I observed the people who
were on their way to Kaktovik. Some were native residents, but most were visitors. I knew they
were visitors because they fit the profile outlined in the LCT literature (i.e., 45 and older,
affluent, educated). Not to mention, they had brand new winter gear and an unmistakable
excitement about going somewhere not many people had been before. My epiphany occurred
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on the fourth day’s attempt to fly to Kaktovik, when I was sitting across from an older (likely
retired) married couple who were on a video call with a young boy and telling him they were off
to see polar bears. The boy asked if they would bring one back for him, to which they chuckled
and said, “even if we could, it wouldn’t live for long.” That quote could be interpreted many
different ways, but I construed it to mean that these two people were aware that the
environment is pivotal to the survival of polar bears. But my epiphany didn’t occur in the exact
moment that was said.
Realizing I wasn’t going to catch that mornings plane to Kaktovik, I had yet another free
afternoon. Only this afternoon, I decided to rent a car and drive the two hours from Fairbanks
to Denali National Park. A park that had been on my bucket list since grade school. Denali isn’t
at risk of disappearing any time soon, but I was still highly motivated to see it. As I was driving
to the park, I had the epiphany. The epiphany being that despite our own acknowledgements to
what is contributing to the decline of something—in this case polar bear habitat—we don’t
consider our own actions in the big picture. There I was, on one of only four highways in Alaska,
when I realized that I hadn’t considered my own contribution of my intentions in going to
Kaktovik. My subconscious had reconciled that all the environmental impacts I could cause
would be in the name of social science, and therefore guiltless. But my conscious mind, woken
by the epiphany, left me feeling unsettled that I could know so much about the state of the
environment, yet be oblivious to my own impacts. Not only did this “aha moment” change the
way I understood epiphanies, it changed the way I viewed last chance tourism. If other LCT
participants experience moments like mine, I can only imagine the profound thoughts and
introspection it invoked in them. It is my assumption that visitors to Kaktovik experienced
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epiphanies similar to my own, but these were evoked at times other than during their visit to
Kaktovik. I encourage other researchers to expand on the epiphany literature, especially as it
relates to the natural environment.
As I wrap up the life chapter of my Master’s pursuit, I am both proud and a little
melancholy that it’s over. When I entered into the parks, recreation and tourism management
department, I was so green in academia. I thought I knew what rigorous meant, but I really did
not know the depth of rigor that graduate studies requires. I thought my theoretical knowledge
was strong, but I realized quickly that I had much to learn. And, so came and went two years of
thought-provoking and challenging academic studies.
Growing up in rural Montana, I didn’t have a lot of access to scholars and many of my
peers were just trying to finish high school and join the workforce. I had to rely on myself and
the resources that the internet and library afforded me. When I finished my undergrad career, I
was one of two in my family to graduate from college. But why stop there?
A graduate assistant position from Clemson University circled around the University of
Montana and caught my attention. I had heard that PRTM department of Clemson was one of
the best in the country and I was eager for a completely different experience, so I threw my
name in the hat. It was a hail Mary that paid off and I truly can’t express how grateful I am to
have had the opportunity to attend Clemson University and learn from highly-esteemed
professors who challenged my way of thinking every day. The classes within my program of
study gave me the tools to succeed in carrying out my thesis to its highest potential.
I foresee a rewarding career and perhaps a PhD in my future because of my experience at
Clemson. Both the unstructured and structured conversations that I had among the professors
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and students at Clemson have enhanced my critical thinking skills tenfold. The diverse
backgrounds and array of research projects that the PRTM department represents allows for
boundless discussions and perspectives. Grad school has provided me with a foundation that
will propel my career aspirations, whether that be field-related or in academia.
I have always believed that opportunity is everywhere. Clemson University has been one
of the best opportunities and one that has been and will continue to be invaluable. During my
time at Clemson I was overwhelmed with opportunities. I was a writing mentor for undergrad
students, a writing across the curriculum fellow (WAC), a kayaking and backpacking instructor
for leisure skills, and a member of the student chapter of the George Wright Society.
Simultaneously, I had an incredible opportunity to collect data in one of the most remote places
on earth. The chance to collect visitor use and experience data for the Arctic National Wildlife
Refuge was truly a once-in-a-lifetime research opportunity. The high profile of the refuge
coupled with an increasing interest in polar bear viewing were ideal for a graduate student who
is passionate about social science and protected areas.
My research garnered enough attention to warrant a presentation at the Southeastern
Recreation Research Conference, which was a great learning experience and opportunity to
represent Clemson and the PRTM department, as well as the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge.
I look forward to applying what I have learned these past two years and positively contributing
to parks and conservation areas management. The parks field is an exciting field to be a part of
because it is constantly seeking answers to new and perplexing problems. Parks and
conservation areas are dynamic, and as such it requires a level of adaptability, especially for the
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people in charge of making decisions. The future of parks and protected areas may be vastly
different than its past, and to me, that couldn’t be a more exciting thing to be a part of.
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